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Introduction … the examination system is no friend to whom one can trust in blind confidence: from its first guise as a servant it may at any moment reveal itself as a hard and unsympathetic master: and it is far the most dangerous of the mechanical instruments which are employed in the service of education. and overshadowed by its more prestigious counterpart, the grammar school, and the rise of comprehensive education. Likewise, much of the research into SMSs has been carried out almost by default, concerned not with these schools as significant in their own right, but as part of a wider quest to determine whether selective or non-selective systems offer more effective forms of education. Most of the research in which SMSs feature has been quantitative, 8 reflecting an ongoing preoccupation with the attainments and attitudes of pupils educated in different types of schools. 9 It is not simply that SMSs have rarely occupied centre stage. There has also been a tendency to consign them to the shadows, obscuring unpalatable questions that they raise. Thus, although the debate over the future of grammar schools continues to this day, the concomitant question, about the fate of SMSs, has received comparatively little attention. Although the stigmatising label, 'secondary modern', fell into disuse, with few schools choosing to describe themselves as such in recent years, the presence of grammar schools, even where they are isolated survivors of a bygone system rather than part of an LEA-wide approach, cannot but compromise the comprehensive ideal for neighbouring schools, making them more akin to the maligned SMSs than most would care to acknowledge. The post-war system of secondary education raised fundamental questions about the justice of selective education on the one hand and its efficacy on the other -questions so complex and difficult to resolve that they are debated to this day. These questions have been given extensive treatment elsewhere 10 and it is not the purpose of this paper to engage with them. Instead, it focuses on an aspect of SMSs which has received comparatively little attention: the role of external examinations -not as devices for measuring performance -but in shaping the character, ethos and fate of SMSs during their formative years. As
McCulloch notes, there has been a 'tendency for assessment issues to be discussed in a technical language, detached from wider sociological, political, policy and ideological considerations'. 12 Ibid., 134-35. significance of examinations in a light which may have been lost on a generation sated with testing.
As well as examining official documents from the period, this paper is concerned to capture the views and concerns of practising teachers. Gardner has argued that: 'The history of the teaching profession and its concerns -as opposed to the history of education itself -has, to date, been but poorly explored. It offers us a rich resource of collective experience which needs to be attended to more respectfully'. 13 Letters, articles, books and opinion pieces written by serving teachers during the twenty-year period under consideration form a focus for attention. Like oral history, these written sources offer accounts whose depth and authenticity derives from their rootedness in the local, the personal and the particular. 14 They afford vivid insights into contemporary opinion and experience yet the incidents which they describe are also 'culturally embedded', a 'microcosmic version of wider events'. 15 Moreover, they shed fresh light on that class of teachers which emerged with the birth of SMSsgenerally less well-educated than their grammar schools counterparts 16 and with lower social status. Examination successes were not only instrumental in SMSs' quest for parity of esteem with grammar schools; they also played a part in secondary modern teachers' bid for more equal status. 
A Hundred Years of External Examining 1850-1950
… the problems of educational measurement are persistently perennial… the problems… that bothered our predecessors still bother us.
17
For the purposes of this paper, the main interest of this period lies in the way it presages future events. in SMSs, GCE topped the list. 44 The situation was becoming as chaotic and bewildering as that found by the Consultative Committee in1911! Moreover, whilst external examinations proliferated, there was limited evidence of schools developing internal examinations.
45
This is arguably one of the most spectacular examples of education policy failing to meet the realities of a situation. As Taylor observed: 'the schools have displayed a good deal more social realism than was characteristic of much postwar educational thought'. 46 Even in official circles, it became increasingly difficult to overlook the fact that government policy was being widely ignored.
Thus, only seven years after the implementation of these reforms, the Beloe
Committee was appointed to re-consider the vexed question of secondary school examinations other than the GCE. 47 In the following section, some of the reasons behind these events are explored. Examination systems … are deeply embedded in the social mores and assumptions of their countries. Those who want to maintain social elites and those who want to break their power, those who want to enhance the status of teachers and those who want to denigrate them, those who already control the selection of the best school leavers and those who want to place that control in different hands, will all be in contest as examining systems are up for renewal or reform.
48
According to the President of the NUT, the task of introducing universal secondary education entailed taking a system which provided '"unequal opportunities in schools of unequal social standing, giving courses of unequal length and under unequal conditions" and replacing it with one which would provide "equal opportunities in schools of equal social standing giving courses of equal duration under equivalent conditions"'. 49 Acknowledging these inequalities, the Ministry pledged that SMSs 'will have equally good buildings …
The maximum size of classes will be the same for all'. 50 However, providing a free secondary education for all up to the age of fifteen entailed a tenfold increase in the size of the secondary cohort. It would have been a major commitment for a country enjoying economic prosperity but it was extremely ambitious for a country newly emerged from the throes of war. showing that whilst some worked against the interests of SMSs, individual schools were able to turn others to their advantage, redressing the balance in their own favour. It is argued that external examinations, promoted by individual teachers acting as change agents, played a key role in those SMSs which managed to overcome the barriers to acceptance that they faced.
The Struggle for Parity of Esteem:
Contracting in to the 'competition-examination-success' System … they are the schools which have been subjected to more calumny and vilification than any other type of school ever evolved in these islands.
The use of the term Secondary to denote 'second stage' in 1944 misled many of the general public into the illusion that somehow 'Secondary Education for All' meant 'Grammar School Education for All' … This was not so, and because of the disillusionment which followed the secondary modern schools bore the brunt of the attack which came from all quarters. There were no precise aims or objectives laid down for Secondary Modern education … no established "yardsticks" by which to measure the value of anything they might attempt. No wonder they felt lost.
74
The following quotation conveys a yearning for a sense of mission and direction. In it, Waldron deplores the fact that many SMSs:
… follow a timetable which differs in no way from that of the lower forms of a grammar school with the exception of slightly more time for practical subjects. We continually deplore our pupils' lack of interest and inattention and yet in the staffroom it is difficult to find anyone who really believes that radical changes in our methods are possible … why cannot the secondary modern school which is not bound by any examination that is we, the teachers, who wander thus … somehow we must bring ourselves to face the awful truth; perhaps then we may begin to go forward to the discovery of "how to educate the 80 per cent"'.
77
In the event, freedom was the stumbling block on which many schools foundered. In the absence of clear criteria by which to evaluate the experiments they were encouraged to undertake, schools were vulnerable to the kind of illconceived experimentation which could damage their reputations further still. Many teachers in these schools believe that external examinations can provide, as it were, a landmark by which they can take their bearings and … nearly every year there is the upset of an external examination. In the first two years the upset is greatest, for it is then that the external examination is designed to get them out of the school, with the obvious inference that any school is better than the secondary modern school in which they have been unfortunate enough to find themselves … these boys never settle down to real work during their first year. How can they Just over two and a half years ago, I came to a secondary modern school of some 300 boys, none of whom stayed on for a fifth year. The only goal which could be offered to the brightest boys was to pass the entrance examination for the technical institute of a neighbouring authority.
84
The new head and his staff decided to introduce school-leaving examinations at three separate levels to provide an examination objective for children throughout the ability range: a GCE course for the A stream; a five-year Royal 
Society of Arts course for the B stream and a four-year Union of Educational
Institutes qualification for the C stream. Although the staff agreed that the minimum preparation for O-Level should be three years: 'Last summer, the temptation to experiment proved irresistible: we were glad we did so. Six out of eight boys passed in Mathematics, four out of six in English Language and two out of three in Geography … All except one … are staying to take further subjects next summer and some have the prospect of leaving school with up to seven subjects at 'O' Level'. 85 As more and more schools advertised their successes, it became apparent that examinations were not infallible selection instruments and that there were considerable reserves of talent in SMSschildren able to pass O-Level in a number of subjects and willing to stay at school for a fifth year in order to do so.
There were several forces at work in post-war society which reinforced the growth of external examining and undermined the SSEC's attempts to make certification an increasingly internal affair. First, there was an ever-widening demand for paper qualifications which was filtering down from professional and white collar occupations to blue collar work: 'It is only since the war that educational certificates have come to be at all widely demanded as minimum qualifications for entry to apprenticeships'. 86 This combined with the growth of towns and cities, and greater levels of social mobility, to make internal leaving certificates, with limited local currency, impracticable. As a teacher whose school had complied with government policy noted, the problem with internal 85 Ibid. Another headteacher argued that examinations had replaced the view of his school as a '"dead-end" for "also-rans" with the knowledge that it is indeed a place of opportunity', claiming that 'full stature at 16 has in no way been limited There is now a sense of purpose in the secondary modern schools, and the older pupils have introduced a dignity and maturity which has a highly beneficial impact throughout the school … At the end of the period over 40 per cent of the pupils stay on at school for a full five-year course … which is the best testimony that parents can give to the scheme. There has been a noticeable lessening of tension about the outcome of the common entrance examination, and visits to the office by parents of children who have not qualified for a place in the grammar schools have shrunk to negligible proportions. 100 98 Crofts, "Developing Advanced Courses", 24.
99 Heaton, "External Examinations", 104 and 109.
Success in examinations was not only part of schools' struggle for enhanced esteem -it was also a way for teachers to demonstrate their worth. Taylor noted that SMS teachers were 'in an inferior position' on five of the six factors in an index used to judge teachers' status. 101 They were, according to Blishen, engaged in a constant struggle against a 'sense of inferior professional quality'
which 'eats away' at them 'continually'. 102 Contracting into the 'competitionexamination-success' system provided an effective means of boosting professional status. For instance, Adsum describes how a two-tier system developed in his school, with teachers of GCE subjects being paid special allowances and attending separate staff meetings. 103 Again, a ripple effect ensured that: 'Even though only a minority of teachers … are concerned with its higher work, the school gains status because of its successes, and the other teachers share in this both personally and collectively'. 104 In a ruthless admission of this drive to enhance status, one headteacher confessed: 'The GCE pupils will … raise the tone: the rest can get on as best they can'. Educational Supplement argued: 'the very best … can genuinely claim parity of esteem. But where that has happened … it is almost invariably because a school has prepared its ablest pupils for the G.C.E. … the way to public esteem is through success in nationally recognised examinations'. 106 This is not to deny that the problems facing these schools were many and complex, nor to suggest that they were capable of a simple solution. Nevertheless, the evidence points to the omission of external examinations as the key ingredient missing from the secondary modern 'package'. As more and more schools broadcast their successes, and testified to the transmogrifying powers of external examinations, the pressure on others to experiment became ever more compelling. As Morris observed, the movement towards external examining became 'selfpropagating' 107 and it is this which explains the explosive growth in entry rates There is also evidence of a groundswell of discontent in other contemporary sources. The tendency of examinations to become 'the be-all and end-all of school life', first noted in 1868, 109 was re-asserting itself according to some commentators. For instance, one teacher complained that his school was:
… geared to what may paradoxically turn out to be an iniquitous introduction -that of GCE for secondary modern children. Timetabling these 25 pupils has the effect of throwing out the whole of the rest of the school, since they require extra periods of specific lessons, and therefore How many other teachers have experienced these conditions in secondary modern schools taking GCE? I walked round such a school and found all those teachers who received one or more hundreds of pounds in special allowances were regularly taking classes of from fiveten bright pupils while I, taking a non-GCE subject, was taking over-size classes (even up to 80, in the hall) of more backward pupils.
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A young teacher … complained bitterly at a conference for new teachers that one man at his school spent all day coaching one pupil for GCE subjects, while he himself took 38 'C' streamers. Such things we know full well are quite common … many of us heads must have very guilty consciences over the way we run our fifth … form courses.
112
As one teacher concluded: 'We are justifiably proud of our successes, but how far have they turned us away from the fundamentals? Let us beware that in the commendable desire for progress, we do not sacrifice the majority of our secondary modern pupils on the altar of … the GCE class'. new examination. 119 Even CSE Grade 1 -intended to be equivalent to a GCE pass -struggled to attain parity of esteem. Thus, as schooling became increasingly comprehensive, the examining system remained divided and unequal. As well as this new bipartism, new forms of exclusion were introduced by a system which left almost half of the nation's children without a nationally accredited school-leaving qualification. The conviction that it was either desirable or possible for a single school-leaving examination to serve the needs of most of the nation's children was still twenty years away. 30.
